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With less than a month remaining before the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) is
formally introduced for ratification in the US Congress, public debate on the drawbacks and merits
of the accord is heating up in Mexico, the US and Canada. In Mexico, the trade accord issue has
become increasingly intertwined with electoral politics, as the August 1994 elections grow closer.
For example, members of the opposition Democratic Revolution Party (PRD) recently criticized
President Carlos Salinas de Gortari's warnings that a defeat of NAFTA could lead to a serious
deterioration in US-Mexico relations (see SourceMex, 10/13/93). "With or without a treaty, we
must continue to pursue good relations with the US," PRD presidential candidate Cuauhtemoc
Cardenas said at a campaign rally in Mexico City. "Our country cannot be built on the basis of
resentments or revenge," said Cardenas, who on Oct. 17 officially accepted the nomination as PRD
presidential candidate (see article this issue of SourceMex). Meanwhile, former PRD senator Ifigenia
Martinez suggested that a defeat of NAFTA by US legislators could help end the Institutional
Revolutionary Party's (PRI) hold on the presidency and promote a more democratic political system
in Mexico. Martinez heads the PRD-affiliated Democratic Revolution Studies Center (Centro de
Estudios de la Revolucion Democratica). "A defeat of NAFTA would represent a serious setback
for Salinas, but not for the country," said Martinez. "On the contrary, Mexico would be forced
to develop an alternative economic development model." Six US legislators, who were either
undecided or already opposed NAFTA, traveled to Mexico City in early October to discuss their
position on NAFTA with President Salinas. Four members of the group Collin Peterson (D-Minn),
John Conyers (D-Mich), Corrinne Brown (D-Fla), and Al McCandless (R- California) said after the
meeting that Salinas did not present convincing enough arguments to persuade them to support
NAFTA. On the other hand, Reps. William Zeliff (R-NH) and Gary Condit (D-California) said after
the meeting that they plan to support the treaty. During the meeting, Rep. Peterson said he warned
Salinas that NAFTA faces an uphill battle in the US Congress and might well be defeated after
it is submitted for ratification in mid-November. He also told the President that Mexico needed
to make changes in two areas before NAFTA opponents would consider backing a replacement
treaty: increasing salaries and promoting political reforms. Meanwhile, President Bill Clinton
continued efforts in mid-October to lobby individual members of the House to back NAFTA.
According to the Associated Press, the administration is working on compromises with lawmakers
from agricultural states in the South and the Midwest to address their concerns about NAFTA's
impact on the sugar, citrus and wheat industries. In addition, the administration is expected to
promise construction of highways and bridges in the home districts of House members whose
vote is considered crucial. The White House has also suggested that the wording in NAFTA is
flexible enough that the timetable for reducing Mexican tariffs on imports of products such as
citrus, sugar and flat glass could be accelerated. The Clinton administration is also attempting to
gain full support from another crucial bloc the congressional Hispanic Caucus which is currently
divided over NAFTA. US Trade Representative Mickey Kantor, Housing and Urban Development
Secretary Henry Cisneros and other administration officials have met with such NAFTA opponents
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as Luis Gutierrez (D-Ill) and Robert Menendez (D-NJ) in an attempt to convince them to support the
treaty. Bill Richardson (D-NM), a senior member of the Hispanic Caucus and an ardent supporter of
NAFTA, suggested that the administration needs to gain the support of most of the 17 members of
the caucus to ensure passage of the treaty. "We're in trouble if we split the Hispanic caucus evenly,"
Richardson told the New York Times. According to the Times, lawmakers such as Reps. Gutierrez
and Menendez are listening to strong opposition to NAFTA from their constituents, many of whom
see the treaty as a threat to their manufacturing jobs. In Florida, lawmakers such as Ileana Ros
Lehtien and Lincoln Diaz-Balart are having to choose between supporting an agreement originally
negotiated by fellow Republican George Bush and appeasing Cuban-American constituents who
see NAFTA as beneficial to a Mexican government that has long supported Cuban leader Fidel
Castro. While attempting to gain support from undecided Democrats, Clinton has also had to
contend with the possible loss of crucial Republican support. In an Oct. 18 letter, a group of 27
conservative Republicans took issue with the administration's proposal to make up for the loss of
US$2.37 billion in government revenues over five years once NAFTA eliminates tariffs on Mexican
and Canadian imports. The proposal would increase the international airline and cruise ticket
tax for travelers entering the US by air or sea, and would increase the fees charged to trucks and
trains entering the country. The Republicans warned Clinton they will be hard pressed to vote for
a treaty that includes the higher fees, which they consider "tax increases." Nevertheless, the issue
of potential job losses remains the crucial one in the debate over NAFTA. Appearing on an ABC
news program, Rep. Richard Gephardt (D-Missouri) repeated the concern of NAFTA opponents that
the treaty lacks mechanisms for boosting average wages in Mexico. "I'm also worried that there's
not a steady, guaranteed stream of funding for border cleanup, infrastructure, and the training
of American workers who do lose their jobs," said Gephardt. According to an Oct. 6 report in the
Washington Post, high skill and technical jobs may be just as vulnerable to competition from Mexico
as manufacturing jobs. The report identified Hughes Aviation as one of the companies that has
transferred high-technology, skilled jobs to Mexican states bordering the US. According to the Post,
the starting wage in Mexico for microchip assembly producers is US$6.40 per day, compared to
US$17 per hour for newly hired technicians in Newport Beach. In response to the concerns about
job losses, the Clinton administration on Oct. 13 proposed the allocation of US$100 million for a
temporary program to help retrain workers who lose their jobs because of NAFTA. The program
would be replaced after 18 months by a more comprehensive retraining effort, which is currently
being drafted by Labor Secretary Robert Reich. Nevertheless, Rep. Sander Levin (D-Michigan), a
vocal NAFTA opponent, told reporters the new program was not enough to persuade members
of Congress to support NAFTA. Levin outlined the difficult position the Clinton administration
finds itself in on this issue: "If they come in with a large figure, they'll be acknowledging a lot of
dislocation. If they come in with a low figure, then they're not doing much." On the other hand,
the US business sector has intensified efforts to promote NAFTA. On Oct. 14, USA*NAFTA,
an organization supported by 2,700 corporations and other pro- NAFTA businesses, initiated
distribution of 20,000, 52-page pamphlets disputing the arguments of the treaty's opponents. The
pamphlets were presented in a ceremony attended by Labor Secretary Reich, who reiterated the
Clinton administration's position that NAFTA will in the long run create jobs. The pamphlets will
be distributed throughout the 50 US states. Also, as part of his pro-NAFTA campaign, President
Clinton on Oct. 18 inaugurated an export display on the grounds of the White House, bringing
together companies currently involved in exporting to Mexico. The display aims to explain the
benefits of conducting business with Mexico. President Clinton also received a boost from the
heads of state of the Rio Group of Latin American and Caribbean nations. During their summit
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meeting in Santiago, Chile, on Oct. 16, the Rio Group leaders agreed to formally endorse NAFTA.
In a press conference at the Rio Group meeting, Colombian President Cesar Gaviria suggested
that approval of NAFTA "would be the first step toward the creation of a large free trade zone
throughout the Americas." In Canada, the main opposition Liberal Party which in recent weeks
has issued conflicting signals regarding its position on NAFTA appears to be gaining in public
opinion polls. Canadian elections will be held later this month. A public opinion survey conducted
by the Canadian polling organization Angus Reid earlier this month showed that 41% of the 1,960
respondents polled backed the Liberal Party, another 20% favored the newly formed Reform Party,
19% supported the ruling Progressive Conservative Party, and 8% backed the New Democratic
Party. Liberal Party leader Jean Chretien, who stands to become Canada's next Prime Minister if his
party wins a majority of the seats in Parliament during the upcoming federal election, said his party
would seek for NAFTA to be reopened for negotiation. The Canadian Parliament already approved
NAFTA this year, but the approval will not become final until both Houses of the US Congress and
the Mexican Senate ratify the treaty. (Sources: Washington Post, 10/06/93; El Financiero, 10/11/93;
Reuter, 10/12/93; Agence-France Presse, 10/13/93, 10/15/93; La Jornada, 10/08-11/93, 10/16/93,
10/17/93; Notimex, 10/08/93, 10/14/93, 10/15/93, 10/17/93, 10/18/93; Associated Press, 10/16/93,
10/18/93; USA Today, 10/18/93; New York Times, 10/09/93; 10/14/93, 10/15/93, 10/18/93, 10/19/93;
Albuquerque Journal, 10/19/93)
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